
Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1

Behavioural Approaches For Children’s
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Behavioural Learning and the Development of
Children
Behavioral approaches are important in understanding how children learn, develop habits, and
respond to their environment. Behaviorism focuses on observable actions rather than internal
thoughts or emotions. It explains learning as a change in behavior that occurs through experience,
reinforcement, punishment, imitation, and interaction with the environment. Behavioral theories have
influenced education, parenting, therapy, and classroom management (Woolfolk, 2019).

Children learn many behaviors through consequences. When a behavior is followed by a positive
result, the child is more likely to repeat it. When a behavior leads to an unpleasant result or receives
no reinforcement, it may decrease. Teachers and parents can use these principles to encourage
academic participation, cooperation, communication, and self-control.

Behavioral approaches do not mean that children are passive. Children actively respond to their
surroundings, test limits, observe others, and learn which behaviors produce desired outcomes. The
environment provides patterns that shape conduct over time. Consistency is therefore important
because unpredictable responses can confuse children and make behavior more difficult to manage.

Classical Conditioning and Emotional Learning
Classical conditioning was developed through the work of Ivan Pavlov. It occurs when a neutral
stimulus becomes associated with a natural response. Pavlov demonstrated this process with dogs
that learned to salivate in response to a sound that had been repeatedly paired with food.

Children also develop conditioned responses. A child may become anxious when entering a classroom
if previous experiences there involved embarrassment or punishment. A hospital smell may create
fear if it has been associated with painful treatment. Conversely, a calm voice or familiar routine can
become associated with safety and comfort.

Teachers should be aware that emotional reactions may be learned through association. A child who
fears mathematics may not lack ability but may have connected the subject with failure or criticism.
Positive experiences, patient instruction, and gradual exposure can help replace negative associations
with confidence.
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Operant Conditioning, Reinforcement, and
Consequences
B. F. Skinner developed the theory of operant conditioning. This approach explains behavior through
its consequences. Positive reinforcement occurs when a desirable outcome is added after a behavior.
For example, a teacher may praise a child for completing an assignment. The praise increases the
likelihood that the child will complete future work.

Negative reinforcement occurs when an unpleasant condition is removed after a desired behavior. It
is not the same as punishment. For example, a child may be excused from additional practice after
demonstrating mastery. The removal of the extra task reinforces successful performance.

Punishment is intended to reduce behavior. Positive punishment adds an unpleasant consequence,
while negative punishment removes something desirable. A child may receive a warning for
interrupting or lose screen time after breaking a rule. Punishment may stop behavior temporarily, but
it does not always teach the correct alternative. Excessive or harsh punishment can create fear,
resentment, or aggression.

Reinforcement is generally more effective when it is immediate, specific, and connected to the
desired behavior. Saying “You organized your materials carefully” provides clearer guidance than
general praise. Rewards should not replace internal motivation completely. Over time, external
reinforcement can be reduced as the child develops independence and satisfaction from
achievement.

Shaping, Chaining, and the Teaching of Complex
Skills
Shaping is a behavioral technique in which small steps toward a desired behavior are reinforced.
Complex skills are often too difficult to learn all at once. A teacher may first reward a child for sitting
at a desk, then for opening a book, and later for completing a short task. Each successful step moves
the child closer to the final goal.

Chaining involves teaching a sequence of actions. Daily routines such as washing hands, preparing a
school bag, or completing a classroom activity contain multiple steps. Forward chaining begins with
the first step and adds later steps gradually. Backward chaining allows the adult to complete most of
the sequence while the child performs the final step, then progressively completes more of the task.

These methods are useful for young children and for learners with developmental disabilities. They
reduce frustration and make progress visible. Tasks should be divided according to the child’s
abilities, and reinforcement should recognize effort as well as successful completion.
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Observational Learning and the Influence of Adult
Models
Albert Bandura expanded behavioral theory by emphasizing observational learning. Children learn by
watching others and imitating behavior. Parents, teachers, siblings, peers, and media figures all serve
as models. A child may learn cooperation by observing adults share or may learn aggression by
watching conflict rewarded.

Bandura’s social learning theory explains that imitation depends on attention, memory, ability, and
motivation. Children are more likely to imitate models they admire, identify with, or see receiving
rewards. Adults must therefore demonstrate the behaviors they expect from children. Teaching
respect is ineffective if adults communicate through shouting or humiliation (Bandura, 1977).

Media also influences behavior. Children may observe violence, stereotypes, consumer habits, or
social interactions through television, games, and online content. Guidance is necessary to help them
interpret what they see. Discussion can strengthen critical thinking and reduce automatic imitation.

Classroom Management and Positive Behaviour
Support
Behavioral approaches are widely used in classroom management. Clear rules, predictable routines,
and consistent consequences help children understand expectations. Rules should be stated
positively, such as “Use a quiet voice” rather than only “Do not shout.” Visual schedules can support
younger children and those who struggle with transitions.

Token systems may reward desired behavior with points, stickers, or symbols that can later be
exchanged for privileges. These systems can be effective when goals are specific and rewards are
meaningful. However, they should not become overly controlling or continue indefinitely. The purpose
is to establish habits that eventually function without constant rewards.

Positive behavior support examines why a behavior occurs. A child may disrupt class to gain
attention, escape a difficult task, obtain an object, or manage sensory discomfort. Identifying the
function allows teachers to address the cause. For example, if a child avoids work because it is too
difficult, punishment will not solve the learning problem. The task may need to be adjusted and new
skills taught.



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4

Behavioural Interventions and Children with
Additional Needs
Applied behavior analysis uses behavioral principles to improve socially significant skills. It is often
used with children who have autism, developmental disabilities, communication difficulties, or
challenging behavior. Interventions may focus on language, self-care, social interaction, academic
learning, and safety (Cooper et al., 2020; Skinner, 1953).

Effective behavioral intervention should be individualized and based on careful assessment. Goals
must be meaningful to the child and family. Ethical practice requires respect for dignity, consent,
cultural values, and the child’s well-being. The aim should not be to eliminate harmless differences
merely to make the child appear typical.

Data collection helps professionals evaluate whether an intervention is working. Frequency, duration,
and context of behavior can be recorded. If progress does not occur, the strategy should be changed
rather than blaming the child.

Limitations and the Integration of Behavioural
Approaches
Behavioral theories provide practical methods, but they have limitations. Focusing only on observable
behavior may ignore emotions, thinking, relationships, culture, and biological development. A child’s
behavior may be influenced by trauma, anxiety, language difficulties, hunger, sleep, or family stress.
Consequences alone cannot address every cause.

Rewards may also reduce intrinsic motivation if they are used excessively. Children should learn
because of curiosity, meaning, competence, and connection, not only because they expect a prize.
Behavioral methods work best when combined with cognitive, emotional, developmental, and social
approaches.

Warm relationships are essential. Children respond more positively when they feel safe, respected,
and understood. Behavioral strategies should support relationships rather than replace them. Adults
must listen to children and consider their perspectives.

In conclusion, behavioral approaches explain how children learn through conditioning, reinforcement,
consequences, observation, shaping, and environmental experience. These principles can improve
classroom management, skill development, and support for children with additional needs. Their
effectiveness depends on consistency, ethical use, and attention to the reasons behind behavior.
When combined with supportive relationships and broader developmental understanding, behavioral
methods can contribute positively to children’s growth and learning.
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